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Introduction 

At the conclusion of 2021, the United States Surgeon General issued an advisory on the crisis of youth 

mental health, citing critical increases in mental health symptoms, including suicide rates among youth 

ages 10-24 between 2007 and 2018 (OSG, 2021). Pre-pandemic, students across Wisconsin experienced 

an increase in feelings of sadness or hopelessness, suicide attempts, and suicide ideation. Additionally, 

young adults, ages 18-24, experiencing any mental illness increased between 2015 and 2019 (OCMH, 

2021). While the breadth of impact of living through the COVID-19 pandemic on the health and well-

being of youth in addition to these mental health challenges is still being determined, recent insight 

from Wisconsin students highlight the repercussions of isolation and the increased anxiety related to 

health risks.  

The Voices of Wisconsin Students Project: Learning, Coping, and Building Resilience During COVID-19 

(VoWS), completed by the Wisconsin Public Policy and Service Research Partners, provided students 

across Wisconsin the opportunity to participate in focus groups to discuss and share thoughts relating to 

challenges and coping strategies during COVID-19 (Belton et al., 2021). Key themes from these 

conversations included increased levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, challenges of virtual learning, 

loss of connectedness and belonging, importance of supportive relationships, lack of knowledge of 

mental health resources, stigma around help-seeking, and the resilience of Wisconsin youth. 

Additionally, students recognized the benefit of sharing experiences within a group setting, and the 

significance of being heard.  

In response to the VoWs project, multiple agency partners focusing on the mental health needs of 

students gathered to discuss potential next steps. ¢ƘŜ ²ƛǎŎƻƴǎƛƴ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ aŜƴǘŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘΣ 

Department of Health Services Division of Care and Treatment Services, and the Bureau of Community 

Health Promotion identified the need for additional opportunities for the voice of Wisconsin students to 

be amplified, directly addressing the Surgeon GeneralΩǎ call to better understand the needs of youth, 

from the youth themselves (OSG, 2021). tŀǊǘƴŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻŦ ²ƛǎŎƻƴǎƛƴΩǎ 

Comprehensive Injury Center, this project aimed to provide Wisconsin students with a unique method 

to share their thoughts and experiences related to mental health and well-being.  

Methods 

This is a qualitative project, which leverages data from focus groups as well as photovoice data. 

Photovoice is a research process in which participants take photos of their everyday experiences, to 

record aspects of their life and their community, and then come together with others to discuss these 

experiences (Wang & Burris, 1997). Photovoice, as a research tool, has been demonstrated to enhance 

understanding of community contexts (Catalani & Minkler, 2010), and thus was leveraged in this project 



to provide students a forum to depict their experiences with mental health and wellness in a way that 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ  

Our study sample included Wisconsin students ages 14 to 26. Participants for this study were recruited 

Ǿƛŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǾŜƴǳŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŜƳŀƛƭ ƭƛǎǘǎŜǊǾǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ aŜƴǘŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘΦ 

Upon agreeing to participate, students were provided with three prompts by taking photos that depict 

their daily experience: 

a. What does mental health and well-being mean to you? 

b. What stressors and supports do you encounter in your life? 

c. What does a safe and supportive relationship look like? 

Upon completing the photo capture of these experiences, students participated in a focus group that 

included other participants. During the focus group, students shared their photos and responded 

verbally and with photos to the prompts above. Additionally, students were asked to describe their 

sense of belonging in their community, coping strategies they employ when they feel stressed out, and 

challenges that they face in their own mental health and well-being. Focus group sessions ended with an 

opportunity for students to share anything that they appreciated about their participation in this 

project. Participants were provided with a $25 gift card as a token of appreciation for their participation. 

Also, participants were required to comply with a photovoice ethics agreement that ensured the privacy 

of others (e.g., participants were not allowed to submit photos that included faces or other identifiable 

features of other people). 

Focus group transcripts were analyzed using a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) process. First, 

each transcript was read individually. A code book was developed based on the transcripts, and a first 

round was conducted by a member of the research team. The code book was then revised based on the 

initial coding, and a second round of coding was conducted by a different member of the research team. 

Once coding was complete, the codes were grouped into themes that reflect the essence of the focus 

group data. The coding process was inductive in that there was no pre-determined theory used to 

develop codes or themes. Qualitative data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA Plus 2022. All study 

activities were approved by the Institutional Review Board at the Medical College of Wisconsin. 

Results 

A total of 11 students participated in all study activities. Participants ranged in age from 17 years old to 

25 years old. 67% of participants were female, 17% were male, and 16% identify as non-binary. 83% of 

participants were White, while 17% were individuals of color. 25% of participants were Hispanic/Latinx. 

In terms of county of residence, participants originated from one of four different counties in Wisconsin, 

and both urban and rural counties were represented in our sample. 

Four themes were drawn out of the focus group transcripts and pictures that were submitted by 

participants. Those themes, along with photos and emblematic quotes to support each, are listed below. 

Theme 1: Individual-level factors drive mental health and well-being 

Participants spoke at length about how their own individual experiences impact their well-being. Several 

individuals noted that they are experiencing their own mental health challenges, whether those are 



diagnosed mental health conditions or issues related to mood. One participant, a 17-year-old multiracial 

female, talked about the role that mental health issues have played in her life: 

άaŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛƎ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎƛǎΦΦΦL ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ Ŧƻǳnd myself always 

thinking of how to better society because of mental health. IǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊΦΦΦέ 

This same participant discusses how her social anxiety has impacted her interactions with other people: 

άLΩǾŜ always had social anxiety...I saw a doctor and a therapist, and it hit that I have mental 

illness...especially in these bigger situations. Lǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ ŘǊŀǿƴ ƻǳǘΣ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ just 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƳŜΦ LǘΩǎ ǎƻ ƭƻǳŘΣ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦΦΦέ 

Another participant, a 25-year-old white female, talks about how symptoms of depression interfere with 

her well-being: 

ά²ƘŜƴ Ƴȅ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǎŜΣ L ǿŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ōŜŘΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōǳƴŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ 

to do, ŀƴŘ L ƎŜǘ ŎǊŀƴƪȅΦέ 

Physical health challenges also present a source of stress for Wisconsin students. These physical health 

issues may be the result of an unintentional injury, as is the case for one student whose brain injury 

prevented her from wrestling, which was a form of stress relief for her: 

άLΩƳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ ƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ŀƴƎŜǊΦ LΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ compares 

to wrestling. It was safe ς a way to get my anger out. I had great coaches. They had a wrestling mat, 

letting me wrestle until I cry. It was really soothing...I wrestled for 9 years. I did get a brain injury and 

ƴƻǿ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘΦέ 

 

One student, a 24-year-old White female, had a recent injury 

that caused quite a bit of pain and was a source of stress for 

her: 

άL ǎƭƛǇǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŦŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƘǳǊǘ Ƴȅ ƘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ōǊƻƪŜ Ƴȅ 

Ŝƭōƻǿέ 

Her picture displays her injury, which kept her from being 

able to engage in typical activities, like biking, that she enjoys: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Sleep is important to both physical health as well as mental health, and 

several students discussed issues related to lack of sleep. One student, 

who is in medical school, took a picture of her sleep tracking app, which 

showed how little sleep she gets some nights: 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ǎƭŜŜǇΦ LΩƳ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎΦ L 

ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜ ǎƭŜŜǇ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŘƻΦέ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants demonstrated that they engage in 

several forms of self-care in order to cope with 

stressors in their lives. This ability to manage 

stressors through self-care enables students to 

continue functioning in their daily lives. Several 

participants mentioned that they engage in 

physical activity to help cope with daily stress. 

A 25-year-old student took a photo of the gym, 

which represented a self-care activity to her: 

άΦΦΦŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜ Ƴȅ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 

health and exercising. My mental health is 

ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎȅƳ ŀƴŘ 

ƳƻǾƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 

always have time to prioritize exercising. When 

I do, I feel bŜǘǘŜǊΣ L ǎƭŜŜǇ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦέ 

 

 

 



Another form of self-care for many students 

was going out into nature. Several students 

took beautiful pictures of the outdoors and 

talked about how being outside is beneficial to 

their overall well-being. One student, a 23-year-

old White female, took a picture of the 

outdoors and talked about how mindfully 

observing the world around her helps her cope: 

άL Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ L 

really like this photo, how close-up it is. I tend 

to focus on the details. When I am feeling 

stressed, it can often feel like there are so many 

things to do but slowing down in nature and 

focusing on tiny details can help me.έ 

 

 

 

 

 

A third student, a 23-year-old Hispanic demiwoman, discusses 

how attending live shows is a form of self-care when they feel 

stressed out: 

άhƴŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǊǘ L ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻΦ L ǘǊȅ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŀ ƘŀƴŘŦǳƭ 

ŜǾŜǊȅ ȅŜŀǊΦ ²ƛǘƘ /h±L5 ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΦ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘo do more. I 

wish I could do theater, but I like to go to performances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similarly, another student discussed how music comforts her in times of stress: 

άL ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƳǳǎƛŎ ŀ ƭƻǘΦ L Ƨǳǎǘ ōƻǳƎƘǘ ŀ Ǿƛƴȅƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōƻǳƎƘǘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΦ L ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ support and 

ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ƛƴ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳǳǎƛŎΦέ 



The photo this student submitted displays some of the new vinyl records she purchased to listen to help 

relieve stress. 

 

 

Theme 2: The support of interpersonal relationships is crucial to Wisconsin students 

Wisconsin students find support in strong, supportive relationships with others, whether that is friends 

or family or classmates. The ability to rely on others when times are difficult is important, as is the ability 

to feel a sense of belonging. One benefit of strong relationships with others is a sense of shared 

experience, which contributes to a feeling of belonging and community. This sense of belonging can be 

protective against negative health outcomes, including suicidal thoughts and behaviors. 

This sense of shared experience and the support and validation it provides is highlighted by a 24-year-

old student: 

ά{ǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŎƭŀǎǎƳŀǘŜǎΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ŏƭŀǎǎ 

ŎƘŀǘΣ ΨaŀƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƻǳƎƘ ŜȄŀƳΦΩ aȅ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘŜŘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ afraid to ask 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦέ 

Another student, who is Hispanic, discussed how she feels a sense of belonging as part of a group for 

underrepresented students: 

ά! ōƛƎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƛǎ ǿƘŜƴ L ŦŜŜƭ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ 

to them. When coming to [school], I joined the Latino Medical Association. I was able to relate to their 

stories of getting to this point [in our education], and being an underrepresented studentΦέ 

Students also discussed the support of family in the context of belonging. A 23-year-old Hispanic female 

student reported that family provides a strong sense of community, which is a source of support for her: 

ά!ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ƳŜ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ we have 

Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴΦέ 



Friends also provide a source of support and coping for 

Wisconsin students in times of stress. One student, a 24-year-

old White male, spoke of how his friend came to visit him 

during a particularly stressful time and took him to a hockey 

game to destress. His photo is an image of the game they 

attended together: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Significant others can also be an important 

source of support for students. Many students 

discussed the support they felt when sharing 

food with significant others, as was the case 

with one student, a 24-year-old male graduate 

student, whose significant other made dinner 

for him during a particularly stressful time: 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛƴƴŜǊ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ƳŀŘŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦ L ŦŜŜƭ 

a supportive relationship can be expressed 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŦƻƻŘΦέ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Pets are also a source of comfort and support for Wisconsin 

students. Several students spoke of the importance of their 

pets in their lives, and many took pictures of their pets to 

share with other participants. A female Hispanic student 

talked about how her dog is able to sense her feelings and 

comfort her: 

άI was able to go home this past week, and here is a picture of 

my dog...that is the definition of a supportive relationship. He 

ƪƴƻǿǎ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƳ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǇǇȅΣ ƘŜΩǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŜƴǎŜ Ƴȅ 

emotions ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻǘΦέ 

 

 

Another student, a 24-year-old Asian female, talked about 

how spending time with her cat helps her cope with stress, 

and she captured a photo of one of these moments: 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘΦ aȅ Ŏŀǘ ƛǎ 

not generally really trusting. I thought this was cute. It 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǾŜǊȅ ƻŦǘŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǊŜƭƛŜǾŜǊΦέ 

 

 

Interestingly, while students 

overwhelmingly attested to 

the power of support from 

others, they also expressed 

feeling like a burden at times 

when relying on others for 

comfort and support. This is 

particularly true in the lives of 

busy and overwhelmed 

students with competing 

priorities. One student 

described this issue: 

ά! ƭƻǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ 

school, and we are all so busy 

ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ ǘǿƻ ƘƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƛƳŜ ǾŜƴǘƛƴƎΦέ 

Another student echoed this sentiment: 

άLŦ LΩƳ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ LΩƳ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōǳǊŘŜƴ ǘƘŜƳ 

ώǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎϐΦέ 



Finally, since interpersonal relationships are such a critical source of support for Wisconsin students, 

isolation from others is a source of stress. For many students, the COVID-19 pandemic contributed to a 

sense of isolation from peers, which caused distress. One student described this: 

ά! ōƛƎ ǇŀǊǘ ώŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜϐ has been the pandemic. For me being around people helps take my mind  off 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ L ƘŀǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴΦΦΦŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ L ǎǇŜƴŘ Ƴȅ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƴȅ 

ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΦέ 

Students may also isolate themselves from others when they are facing stressors. This was true for a 19-

year-old student who is usually the person that friends rely on when they are facing their own issues: 

ά²ƘŜƴ L ƴŜŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎǘΣ L ŘǊƻǇ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ with people and just lay in my room. I think a 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ Ψ/ŀǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ L ŀƳ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻΦ L ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ L do, 

ƛǘΩǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŜŀǊ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎǘΦέ 

Additionally, being a student who is new to an area presents a number of challenges, including a sense 

of isolation. One student described this experience when asked what helps her feel a sense of belonging 

in her community: 

άL ŀƳ ƴŜǿ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΦ L ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ƳƻǾŜŘΦ {ƻΣ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦŜŜƭ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

 ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎΦέ 

Theme 3: School-related issues are a predominant source of stress for Wisconsin students 

Given that Wisconsin students spend many 

hours per week at school, it is natural that 

several stressors they experience are school-

related. These school-related stressors range 

from academic stressors to issues related to the 

physical school environment. Many students 

discussed how their overwhelming workload 

contributes to their level of stress. One student 

captured a photo of their computer as an 

illustration of this. He said: 

άLΩƳ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǘ ώǎŎƘƻƻƭϐΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǇƘƻǘƻ 

is my computer with my notes and software 

that I use many hours a day, that I love to hate. 

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΦέ 

 

 

 

 



Another student captured a photo of her 

school email inbox, and discussed how the 

ever-accumulating emails and notifications are 

a source of stress for her: 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ώǇƘƻǘƻϐ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ Ƴȅ 

ŜƳŀƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƴƻǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ 

source of stress for me. Seeing the number go 

up and up and working to balance out...email 

can bring me a lot of stress and I spend a lot of 

time on it. The time it takes to write up an 

ŜƳŀƛƭΣ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 

ǘƛƳŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎΦέ 

Students also discussed stress related to big 

exams or projects at school. One student 

captured a photo of a blank document to 

illustrate how difficult it was for her to get 

started on a daunting school project: 

ά¢ƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǿŜŜƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ 

with school. This photo shows a blank Word ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΣ LΩƳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƘƛǎ 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ LǘΩǎ ǎƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴΦέ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Participants discussed how they feel a need to participate in extracurricular activities to stand out 

amongst their peers. Participating in extracurricular activities can provide an outlet for stress relief, but 

at the same time, parǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŘŘǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŀǎƪ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇƭŀǘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

prioritize other activities. One student talked about how juggling these multiple priorities causes stress 

in her life: 

άL ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇƛƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ 

pile up. I find this stressful. 

When I have a lot going on, I 

ŎŀƴΩǘ frequently clean up. I hate 

it, but with so much going on, I 

ŎŀƴΩǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜ ŎƭŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǳǇΦέ 

 

This was echoed by another 

college student, who said: 

άL ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

and a lot to get done regularly. 

The tasks are piling up. That is 

inevitably stressful. So many 

hours, commitments with 

school, and extracurriculars to 

do to ǎǘŀƴŘ ƻǳǘΦέ 

Finally, some students described how the physical school environment, which can be crowded and 

noisy, is a source of stress. One high school student talked about how she feels anxious and 

overwhelmed in the school hallways: 

άCƻǊ ƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƭƭǿŀȅǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǾŜǊǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦΦΦL ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀƭǎƻΣ after COVID, I get 

ŀƴȄƛƻǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƙŀƭƭǿŀȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀŦŜΦΦΦƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ /h±L5 ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎΦέ 

This statement illustrates the overlapping stressors of feeling overstimulated in crowded hallways and 

ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŘǳŜ potential exposure to COVID-19 in situations where many 

people are present. 

Theme 4: Policies, culture, and systems influence the wellbeing of Wisconsin students 

The fourth theme revolves around larger, structural issues that influence the mental health and 

wellbeing of Wisconsin students. These systemic forces can be barriers to help-seeking, and often 

policies, culture, and systems are at the root of stressors that students face. Many students discussed 

issues with stigma, which are often rooted in a culture of disapproval or shame at the societal level. 

Sometimes, students described this stigma as intergenerational. One student, a Hispanic female, talked 

about how intergenerational stigma influences her interactions with her parents when it comes to issues 

of mental health: 

άaȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ƴȅ ŀƎŜ ŀǊŜ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ  is a 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ƴȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƻ talking but our parents are not. And 



ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ still need to talk with our parents...So, I think there is stigma in talking with 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǇŜŜǊǎΦέ 

Cultural and societal beliefs also impact how students feel about their own mental health issues. This 

can result in self-stigma, in which a student blames themselves for their own mental health problems. 

One non-binary high school student described this: 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀȅōŜ LΩƳ Ƴȅ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΦ L ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ǎŜƭŦ-blame and 

invalidate myself and my experiences. I have to sit down and think if my best friend was telling  me this, 

what would I tell them? If I would tell my best friend something [supportive], then I have to treat myself 

ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅΦέ 

Despite the pervasiveness of stigma around mental health issues, students reported that they feel as 

though this is less of an issue among their peers. One 24-year-old student noted: 

άaȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ƴȅ ŀƎŜ ŀǊŜ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪΦέ 

This openness to discussing issues related to mental health among young people was captured in a 

photo one student took of a post-it note that was posted on a school bathroom mirror. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another stressor mentioned by students that has roots in distal factors was the price of gas. Our focus 

groups were conducted at a time when gas prices in Wisconsin were over $4 per gallon in many places 

in Wisconsin, and this caused significant financial stress for students. One student noted that: 

ά¢ƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ Ǝŀǎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǊŜǎsful in my everyday life. I have to drive and go places, and this is definitely a 

ǎǘǊŜǎǎƻǊ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦέ 

This student captured a photo from the dashboard of her car to illustrate this point. 



Policies can also create barriers to help-seeking for 

Wisconsin students, specifically as it related to access 

to needed mental health services. One access-related 

ƛǎǎǳŜ ƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ {ƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

have time to access mental health services that are 

made available to them at school because they are too 

busy with schoolwork. One student noted: 

άL ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ŀǎƘŀƳŜŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛȊŜŘΦ L 

Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ώǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎϐΦ L  could 

spend two hours in counseling or spend two hours on 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǿƻǊƪΦέ 

This is an issue that could be resolved with policy 

change at the school level. 

Another access issue is related to money. Many 

students reported that they had access to a limited 

number of counseling sessions through their school 

but ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ 

the mental health issues they face. One student said: 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜ ƎŜǘ ŦƛǾŜ ŦǊŜŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ place 

ώŜΦƎΦΣ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜϐ ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦέ 

A final access-related issue mentioned by students involves aging out of the child welfare system and -

therefore losing access to services, including mental health services. One 17-year-old student, who is 

about to age out of the system, described this issue: 

άLΩƳ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜ ŀƴȅ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǘ муΣ ǎƻ ǇŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 

ƘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǊŘΦ LΩǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ {ƻΣ ǘǊǳǎǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƘŀǊŘΦΦΦLΩƳ 

ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘΦέ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


